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across	as	sincere	to	the	largest	and	most	important	demographic	groups,	which	are	all	white	Americans.	Even	commentators	that	wrote	favorably	about	Hall	and	his	show	slipped	into	coded	language	that	predicted	how	the	“unsafe”	nature	of	his	program	would	be	part	of	its	undoing.	For	example,	Rick	Kogan—writing	about	the	show	in	1989—predicted	that	Hall	would	be	“the	late-night	king	of	this	century’s	final	decade,”	due	to	his	desire	to	create	“a	show	for	everyone,	a	television	melting	pot.”	There	are	two	points	to	pull	out	here:	that	Kogan	gives	Hall’s	show	a	calling	higher	than	simply	being	a	revenue	stream	for	a	network,	and	that	this	purpose—epitomized	by	the	loaded	phrase	“melting	pot”—is	about	bridging	divides	in	the	service	of	some	greater	good.	But	his	piece	is	loaded	with	racially	coded	language	that	presages	what	became	untenable	about	Hall’s	program	rising	to	the	very	top.	Kogan	somehow	fails	to	mention	anywhere	that	Hall’s	program	is	building	its	audience	and	reputation	in	a	field	completely	dominated	by	established	white	figures,	but	he	does	work	in	two	references	to	Hall’s	“obvious	sexuality”	(noting	it’s	something	hosts	like	Carson	and	Letterman	don’t	exude)	and	a	“danger”	that’s	“not	exactly	Richard	Pryor-esque,	[but]	is	nevertheless	compelling”	(which	could	be	a	reference	to	Pryor’s	evolution	from	a	“clean”	comic	to	something	more	blue,	his	descent	into	substance	abuse,	his	history	of	domestic	abuse—or	all	three).	He	ascribes	Hall	a	“chameleonlike	quality”	that	allows	him	to	pass	for	“a graduate of 
Choate” one minute and for “some street corner hustler” the next—this is framed 
as a compliment, but the article’s subtext racializes Hall in a manner that suggests 
the “street corner hustler” is what the author sees as his real self. In the tradition 
		 45	
of Carson, Kogan expects hosts like Hall to present themselves consistently, to be 
sincere, to not constantly shift between different modes; he is unable to recognize 
Hall’s code switching—talking like a college grad one minute and a street 
performer the next—as a sophisticated navigation of racial and social politics. Hall 
had the gargantuan task of switching between these different sides of himself and 
still meeting the expectations of the genre, while Letterman and Leno could 
simply stay on-brand at all times. When David Letterman began to produce The 
Late Show for CBS to take on Leno, CBS affiliates began to drop Hall in droves. 
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